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Brazilian President Jose Sarney is faced with a deteriorating economic situation, rising social protest
and challenges from the country's majority party, the Brazilian Democratic Movement (PMDB).
In 1985, after 21 years of military rule, he assumed office as the leader of the nation's transition to
civilian rule symbolized in the drafting of a new political constitution scheduled for implementation
in November this year. As a result of special circumstances which placed Sarney in the presidency,
his lack of charisma, and his past as a staunch supporter of the military's official party (ARENA),
this president has never been a popular one. The ruling coalition, known as the Democratic Alliance
(Alianca Democratica), consists of the PMDB and the Liberal Front Party (PFL). The Alianca was
created in 1984 to select a president for the transition from military to civilian rule. Brazil's electoral
college selected Tancredo Neves, a moderate politician with decades of experience in government,
both within his home state, Minas Gerais, and on a national level. The president-elect, however,
died before assuming office; his vice president, Jose Sarney, was sworn in as president. A power
struggle within the PMDB has been a source of great embarrassment to Sarney. Approximately
43% of the PMDB's elected officials insist that direct presidential elections be scheduled for 1988,
which would limit Sarney's mandate to four years. A majority of PMDB politicians estimated
at 57% reportedly favor a five-year term for Sarney. National PMDB secretary general, Deputy
Ulysses Guimaraes, who also heads the National Assembly charged with elaborating the new
constitution, has argued that the Assembly is responsible for determining the length of Sarney's
term. Guimarares is also opposed to the adoption of a parliamentary system under which the
president would govern alongside a prime minister appointed by the National Assembly. The
party is also divided on economic policies pursued by recently appointed Finance Minister Luis
Carlos Bresser Pereira. Disagreements have emerged largely in response to the minister's strategy
for renegotiating the country's $112.7 billion foreign debt. A majority of PMDB politicians, under
Guimaraes' direction, recently issued a declaration outlining the conditions of PMDB support
for the "Bresser Plan." The most important of these conditions are an increase in the minimum
wage, resumption of economic growth, and refusal to participate in any type of agreement with
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Meanwhile, a group of Senators headed by PMDB Senator
Mario Covas, has prepared another "economic report" containing strong criticisms of Bresser's
policies, and demands for 17 major policy changes. Regarding foreign debt renegotiation, the Covas
faction demands suspension of interest and principal payments on debt contracted with the Paris
Club before 1983; reduction of the spread (premium over prevailing interest rates charged by banks
to handle the loans) to zero; debt restructing according to a scheme in which payments would not
exceed 2.5% of the GDP for the next five yeras; automatic capitalization of interest payments, and
the obligatory approval by the National Assembly of all agreements pertaining to the external debt.
(Basic data from several reports by AP, 07/17/87)
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